Questions to Consider when Writing a Formal Analysis


Remember: A formal analysis is a thoughtful, descriptive statement of what is seen. An effective formal analysis answers the simple question, “What do you see?”
Make some notes:
1)
What element do you first notice? What is the second element you notice?

2)
What elements are important, but not as noticeable?

3)
How has the artist applied the elements to the artwork; that is, what principles are used?

Hints for Organization of a Formal Analysis Paper
I. Paragraph 1: Introduction


Begin with a brief description of the artwork. Include information such as


a) Title 


b) Name of the artist


c) Year created


d) Country or culture of origin


e) Art style


f) Subject matter


g) Thesis

You might also include other information such as


a) Provenance (if important)


b) Current condition 

II. Paragraph 2: Analyze the work



1)
What elements of art are most prominent or important to the artwork? Consider first how each important element functions alone. Example: Line and color play equally important roles in Kandinsky’s Composition IV.

2)
Analyze how the most important elements fit together to create the piece. Consider how the elements fit together. Example: Seemingly random patches of brilliant yellow, red, and green arch around a large hill-like shape of bright blue. Narrow, black lines dissect the picture plane and define the shapes random colors.
III: Paragraph 3: Conclude

Notes


1.
 Keep in mind that the traditional elements of art are the building blocks vocabulary for describing art. These elements are often listed as line, shape, form, color, texture, and space. The way that artists apply the elements is referred to as the principles of design or the principles of art. The traditional principles are: balance, contrast, movement, emphasis, pattern, proportion, and unity. Postmodernist artwork often expands beyond these principles to include other realms such as transience and ambiguity.
2.
You must support a thesis in the body of your paper. To do so, the thesis must have something that you can prove and support through visual clues found within the artwork. For example: Milton Avery’s use of broad, flat shapes and ambiguous color in Three Friends, 1944, mark the work as abstract, a rather unpopular trend in the time of social realism.
